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				Types of Magic

			

			
				Afterlife: can either be passed down through families, in which case the user inherits only the specific talent of their ancestor, or it can be brought back directly from the Afterlife, allowing the user to perform multiple types—some better than others

				Runic: a way to imbue objects with magic using symbols

				Alchemical: the adding of magic to chemical mixtures

				Demonic: magic used by demons, very powerful and mysterious
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			One

			Today, the entrance to the Afterlife is a subway station.

			That’s not a metaphor. I’m literally standing in a communal psychic re-creation of a Boston T stop. It’s musty and cool with a hint of burnt rubber and decay wafting down the tunnel. Fluorescent lights flicker above me, strobing the ad posters on the other side of the tracks. They’re vague and generic, placeholders rendered from collective subconscious memories of the station.

			Coming soon!

			Satisfy your craving with the Food Place™.

			Is erectile dysfunction keeping you down?

			The platform is covered in dried gum and discarded cigarettes. Green concrete pillars line the tracks, and the sign above says Boylston.

			Ugh. Of course it would be.

			I set up a cardboard box as a busker table and sit cross-legged behind it, just far enough into the shadows that I can’t be seen clearly. I drape a black cloth across the box and then lay out three gold coins, all facing up. Two skulls and an eight-pointed star. There’s a loud screech, and a whale floats past.

			It’s fine, don’t worry about it. Whales happen here.

			It makes that sad moan you hear on sleep apps, flicking its tail as it disappears down the tunnel. Across the tracks, the posters switch to ads for Star Trek IV and Alaskan cruises.

			There’s another shriek, and this time, an actual train careens around the corner. It whistles to a stop, stray trash skittering across the platform. A disembodied voice mumbles something unintelligible as the doors slide open and people flood out of the cars.

			If this were the real Green Line, the Beforedeath Green Line, people would be shoving past one another confidently, aggressively heading up the stairs to pour into Boston Common above. But just like me, this place is not what it seems.

			All these people are Dead. Newly Dead. That can be pretty overwhelming, so the human consciousness tries to relate the transition to some familiar liminal space. For most people in Boston, it’s the T. But it could be an airport or a bus station. I’ve seen movie theater hallways and amusement park queues and, one time, a Glamour Shots in an abandoned mall.

			Today, there’s only a small crowd on the platform, and while some people start to move toward the exit, most hover as though they’re waiting for the next train. They don’t realize what’s happened to them. Not yet. If they don’t figure it out soon, someone (or something) will be coming along to—well, not help, but at least get them out of the station. And I need to be wrapping this up when that happens.

			But these things can’t be rushed. I wait until I catch someone hovering.

			“Wanna play?” I ask in my best Boston accent, making my voice a little rough. Not quite Kardashian vocal fry, more like Dunks-employee-at-the-end-of-their-eight-hour-drive-through-shift…fry. “First round’s free.”

			It’s a middle-aged woman with an angled bob, and I see the disgust when she takes me in: a big girl in torn fishnets, black cutoffs, a worn leather jacket. An absurd amount of eye makeup, long brown hair held down by a holey knit hat. Street urchin chic. When the woman scoffs and scurries away, I’m not surprised.

			It’s fine—she’s not my mark.

			“I’ll play,” a reedy voice says. A guy in an ill-fitting plaid suit saunters up. Early twenties, dark hair with enough gel to put a 2000s boy band to shame, and a smirk that says he thinks he can win. These guys make the best marks.

			“Know the rules?” I ask. A crowd starts to gather.

			“I think I can figure it out.” His voice is thick with condescension.

			Ugh. I can’t believe I have to let this guy win.

			Because he’s not my mark either.

			I’ve been tracking my actual mark since he got off the train. He’s leaning against a pillar, and even though he’s pretending like he isn’t, he’s watching my every move. Because one of these coins isn’t a coin at all, and it’s the thing he wants most in the Afterlife.

			I made sure of it.

			I smile at Suit Guy and hold up the coin with the star on it. “Know what this is?”

			“It’s a coin.” Scoffing, he shakes his head and looks around, making sure the others on the platform are watching.

			I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Do you know what it’s for?”

			He shrugs. “Buying shit, I suppose.”

			That is definitely wrong, but I nod anyway.

			“You would suppose right, if this were any other coin. But this coin”—I flick the coin into the air and catch it—“doesn’t buy just anything. This coin…” I show both sides to the crowd, because now I have a proper audience. Most of the platform has moved at least within earshot. “This coin is your ticket to heaven.”

			Now I have the entire platform’s attention. Especially my mark’s, who’s dying (ha ha) to get his hands on one of these. It won’t be long until he approaches, and by the time I run out of Miracle Max, I’ll have the information I’m looking for.

			You see, you can’t just smash and grab information. You have to lure it out: Entice it, make it feel safe and welcome. You have to be given information.

			This is the first difference between me and my brother. He would call this a heist. While I, rightly, refer to it as a con. Any genius with an acrobat friend can pull off a heist. Conning takes finesse. Subtlety. A certain je ne sais quoi. With heists, you’re just a fancy burglar—you take things when people aren’t looking. With cons, the mark willingly gives you what you want. In front of god and everybody.

			So to speak.

			“It’s called an obol,” I say, placing the coin back on the table. “It gets you into a specific…neighborhood, if you will. And if you can keep track of where it lands, it’s yours.”

			Okay, so you’ve probably heard of this game before. It has lots of different names. The shell game. Three-card monte. Thimblerig. It’s the most basic of short cons. If there were a con artist university, this would be day-one shit. But today, this isn’t the entire con. It’s just the Rope.

			No matter how simple or complex a con, it always follows the same general steps. First there’s:

			The Groundwork

			This is where you do your research, make your plans, move the pieces into place. This is all before you even meet the mark. For instance, I’ve never met Infamous Pete, but because I’ve done my research, I know that he’s the short balding man in the tan suit leaning against a pillar. I know Pete has a gambling habit and, more importantly, a losing habit and, most importantly, an embezzling habit. I know he works for the Ferrymen and that he stole a whole bunch of his boss’s money. And I know his boss, Charon, found out and Infamous Pete is now Posthumous Pete.

			Yes, Charon, Ferrymen, obols. There’s a theme here—we’ll get to that.

			I learned a lot about Pete’s habits during the Groundwork phase of this con and watched him skim so much off the top of every job that there was no way he wasn’t getting caught. But he just kept…not getting caught. Until Charon received an anonymous email with proof of Pete’s embezzlement.

			Look, I didn’t kill the guy. And I didn’t make him join a Titan syndicate and do morally questionable jobs for a boss with godlike powers and then steal from said boss. Point is, it was his choices that led him here.

			It’s just, sometimes the research isn’t enough. Sometimes you have to give things a little nudge in the right direction.

			Anyway.

			After Groundwork comes:

			The Encounter

			which is where we are now. Worth pointing out—I haven’t approached Pete. But he’s noticed me. You have to make the mark come to you or you’ve already lost. And the best way I can convince Posthumous Pete to come to me is to show him that the prize is worth the effort. Hence flashing these coins that I made damn sure his pockets aren’t currently lined with.

			This brings us to:

			The Buildup

			Giving the mark confidence. In themself. In you. Convincing them you’re trustworthy, or at least that interacting with you is their own idea.

			I shuffle the coins—slow enough that Suit Guy can keep track but not so slow that it looks like I’m letting him win. When I come to a stop, I look up, expectant.

			“Which obol has the star?” I ask.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I see Pete shift to the left, the direction of the correct coin.

			Suit Guy points to the one on the right.

			Son of a bitch. I could not have made it more obvious.

			I flip the coin over, revealing a skull. “Sorry, man,” I say. “Better luck next time.”

			Suit Guy shrugs and walks off, but before Pete can step forward, a line forms. They all know where the star was and want to prove it, and I have to play three more rounds before it’s Pete’s turn. He saunters up, sweat dotting his brow—that is, the metaphysical representation of sweat, if you want to get technical.

			“Do you know the game?” I ask.

			Pete nods. “Got any coins with a bull on them?”

			I choke back a smirk because he’s played right into my hands. This is:

			The Rope

			Pull the mark in but let them tie themself up.

			My eyebrows raise, and I make sure my glance over to my bag is brief but noticeable.

			“I don’t see any here.” I nod to the coins in front of me.

			Pete grunts and hikes up his pants. “First round free?”

			I smile and start shuffling the coins. Pete’s eyes are intent on my hands.

			“Most people don’t ask about the bull,” I say.

			Having a bull obol would get Pete into Ferrymen territory, which, frankly, would be a stupid move on his part, given that they just killed him and made sure he wasn’t buried with any on him. They can’t kill him twice, but there are things in the Afterlife that will make him wish they could.

			I clear my throat, and in the brief moment Pete’s gaze flicks up to mine, I switch out the star obol with another skull coin. I’ve been practicing for almost a year and still only have a 95 percent success rate. With cards it’s down to 80 percent. Anything bigger than that is anyone’s guess. My hands are small. Stubby fingers, short palms. I wasn’t made for sleight of hand, but sometimes you’ve got to work with what you’ve got.

			Fortunately, this attempt goes off without a hitch, and by the time Pete’s eyes are back on my hands, I’ve already made the swap.

			I pull back from the coins and nod to them. Pete points to where the star would have been if I hadn’t changed it out. I flip the coin over, revealing the skull.

			“Bad luck, sir,” I say.

			Sure, luck.

			With most marks, I’d let them win the first one—get their confidence up a little. But I’ve taken a calculated risk based on what I know of Pete. He doesn’t like to lose, but he also won’t step away from a bad situation until he can prove he can win.

			I pretend I’m not holding my breath as his face turns red and his jaw works. My gaze flicks past his shoulder, suggesting impatience. Really, I’m just keeping an eye out for the unwanted guests that should be showing up any minute.

			Finally, Pete says, “Let me try again.”

			I shake my head. “Only first round’s free. You’ll have to put down a wager.”

			He pulls out his wallet from his front jacket pocket and flips through the cash inside. He puts down a twenty.

			“Another round.”

			I give him a patronizing expression, a delicate balance between a scowl and a smirk. “Money’s no good here.”

			He knows this. He was counting on me not knowing.

			Pete pats down his pockets, but it appears Charon was thorough. He buried Pete with nothing but a few twenties and the clothes on his back.

			And on his wrist. Pete pauses at his watch, and I let my eyes go out of focus, make my breath last for a count of ten. But he doesn’t remove it. Instead, he reaches into his jacket, snaps through the seams in the lining, and pulls out a human finger bone.

			I did not see that coming.

			My eyebrows raise, but I don’t let myself hesitate before I say, “That’ll do.”

			Anyone would kill, metaphorically speaking, to get their hands on that much organic material in the Afterlife. I would be a fool not to jump at it, so I plaster on a grin and start to shuffle the coins, but Pete stops me.

			“I’ll only put this down for a chance at the bull.”

			I chew on the inside of my cheek, and here begins:

			The Tale

			It’s the part of the con where you tell the mark what they want to hear. It’s easy to overplay this. Most people, especially guys like Pete here, know that if something sounds too good to be true, it probably is. They don’t want a fantasy. There have to be strings attached for it to be believable. And the things is, there are. Just not the strings he’s expecting.

			“I guess I could let go of a bull,” I say with a shrug. “It’s not one of the more popular coins.”

			A fluorescent light above me flicks on, and for a moment, I lose the thread of the con. My heart is in my throat as I try to pull myself together, knowing that if Pete looks too closely, he’ll notice there’s something not quite right about me. Something not quite all there.

			The light splutters out again and the tension in my body releases. Pete’s eyes are still on the coins, not the translucent sheen to my skin, the fuzziness around my edges.

			Internally, I’m breathing a sigh of relief. Externally, I keep a patronizing look on my face as I open my bag.

			“But it’s your call, pal,” I say.

			Here’s the trick to lying believably: You have to first believe the lie in your body. The bull is the only real obol in the bunch. The rest are what’s left over of the fakes Poppy made. But I’ve spent all week keeping my fakes in a safe and the real one just hanging out in my pocket. So it doesn’t feel weird when I reach in my bag, fingers searching for cool hard metal among the crumbs and tampons and scrap paper, and pull out a coin worth more than anything I’ve ever owned. This is:

			The Convincer

			Pete’s attention snaps to the coin between my fingers, a hungry gleam in his eyes. I switch out the star and add the bull next to the other coins. If Pete looks close enough, he’ll see the difference, the magical sheen on the bull that the skulls lack. But I’m betting on Pete’s laser focus here, and humanity’s habit of seeing only what they expect.

			Pete lays the finger bone on the table, and we’re now to my favorite part:

			The All-In

			As I shuffle the coins, his eyes are glued to my hands. There’s a sudden chill in the station, but I’m expecting it. I don’t let it throw me. I do, however, peek over Pete’s shoulder and see the thing I’ve been dreading all along: a transit police officer. Time to wrap this up, with or without the score.

			I stop the coins, and Pete hesitates. Come on, come on. It won’t be long until I’m noticed. It takes everything in me to keep my leg from bouncing, my gaze focused on Pete. My fingers twitch, itching to fidget. It seems like an eternity, but I have to trust that my fear is slowing time. I can’t snap at him to hurry, and I can’t watch the progress of the thing hunting me. I can only breathe in a count of three and out a count of three.

			Finally, Pete taps his finger on the middle coin. I fake a grimace as I flip it over, revealing the bull. And now I present to you:

			The Handoff

			Trying not to rush, I offer him the coin, hand stretched out, fingers cupped down so I can drop one of the worthless coins in his hand. Pete’s palm is facing up an inch and a half below mine. It’s a quick drop, but just as I release the coin, a pair of narrowed eyes in the crowd lock onto mine, and my fingers slip. The worthless obol falls into Pete’s hand, but now the real one is poking between my ring and middle finger. And he notices.

			Pete and I share a single moment of shock. Then I grab the finger bone and make a run for it. At least, I try to.

			His hand clamps around my wrist, and he pulls me close, his breath hot on my cheek. “Got ya, sweetheart.”

			Behind him, the crowd has parted around a dark figure, but Pete doesn’t seem to notice. I do, though. Tall, lean, a yellow high-vis vest over a police uniform. At least, that’s what it appears to be. It can shape-shift to match its surroundings, but I can sense it like prey senses a predator.

			A hellhound. The white blood cells of the Afterlife, seeking and destroying any contaminant, anything that doesn’t belong.

			Like me.

			In its hand is what looks like a gun, except it’s not a gun. My brain only thinks it is because it’s a weapon. I have to get the hell out of here. Time for:

			The Blow-Off

			Pete’s grip on me is strong, and even though neither of us is technically matter right now, his belief that he can keep hold of my wrist is stronger than my belief that I can break free. I hold the finger bone just out of his reach as he grapples for it and notice belatedly that we’ve moved under a fluorescent light. My hand has become translucent. His eyes light with understanding, and he goes for my throat. I dart back.

			It’s too late, though. The hellhound blurs and is suddenly next to us. It points its gun that’s not a gun at me. Unfortunately, this is:

			The Fix

			Unfortunate for Pete, that is.

			I grab on to his wrist and pull him into the line of fire. A bullet that’s not a bullet hits Pete in the back of the head. There’s no blood. No viscera. No jerk of movement as a small metal bead hits his skull at twice the speed of sound. Because it’s not a bullet. It’s some kind of magic? spell? curse?

			Pete vanishes from the outside in, curling in on himself like a burning piece of paper, until he’s nothing more than a tiny ball of light. In the span of seconds, he’s gone.

			And I’m next.

			I can’t outrun a hellhound, but I run anyway.

		

	
		
			Two

			I may not be able to outrun a hellhound, but I can outsmart it. Two paces away is a narrow maintenance tunnel that doesn’t actually exist. I dart in and slam the door behind me, believing with whatever I have that passes for a heart that the door is locked.

			Said heart is pounding, and I don’t recognize the ragged sound of my breathing. I rest my head against the door for a moment, but the image of a soul disintegrating burns behind my eyelids. Except it’s not Pete’s soul I see when I close my eyes.

			Get it together, Elle.

			The disintegration’s not the important part. It’s what happened after. I’m sure I saw it this time. Right before the last of Pete vanished, there was a tiny ball of light right where his sternum had been. And then it went…somewhere. Into the “gun”? Point is, it existed. Still exists, somewhere.

			I tuck that realization away, turning my focus back on the present.

			As long as no one on the subway platform imagines this maintenance tunnel, which doesn’t actually exist in the real Boylston station, I should be good. Sure, the hellhound would have seen me disappear, but as far as I know, they can’t influence the surroundings in the Afterlife. I concentrate on turning the lights on, but it takes me several seconds to convince myself they exist. Once they flicker to life, I pull my jacket close around me and start heading briskly down the tunnel.

			Physics are weird here. The best we can figure, it’s a psychic creation of collective consciousness. It’s the whole people see what they expect to see thing, but here, what people see is a mélange of all the Dead’s memories. Underneath all that is a layer of surreality, and sometimes bits of it creep through the construct. And that’s how you end up with whales swimming down a subway platform. If I were to go up into Boston Common, it would be recognizable but off, because it’s been unconsciously re-created by people from different times and ages and points of view. And then something weird might pop up, like a giant potato in the sky or a swan with human legs, but they usually pass fairly quickly, because people disbelieve them away.

			One person can’t usually change much on purpose, but I’m thinking really hard about how there’s a maintenance tunnel here, and lights to illuminate my way back to the basement of an unassuming building one block over.

			Plus, I’m not the only one imagining it to life.

			Footsteps pick up pace behind me.

			“Well, that sucks.” Suit Guy, a.k.a. Vinny, a.k.a. my shill, falls into step beside me.

			“You were supposed to win the first one,” I say.

			Vinny’s not my favorite person, personally speaking, but in the absence of a crew, he’ll do in a pinch. He has the necessary attributes: the ability to lie convincingly and the willingness to do so for a price.

			Oh, and he’s Dead.

			“I was distracted,” he responds to my accusation.

			I roll my eyes. “Was there a hot guy on the platform?”

			There’s a pause before he mutters, “There was a hot guy on the platform.”

			I smirk. “Blue button-down and locs?”

			He just grins.

			“Second pocket,” I say, nodding to the messenger bag slung over Vinny’s shoulder—the one I left behind in the T stop when I fled.

			He rips open the Velcro flap and pulls out a baby tooth. My baby tooth. I don’t tell him it’s the last one, that I’ve already bartered away the rest of them.

			When I was cleaning out the house, I’d found them in a small tin in the attic, my name scrawled across the top in Dad’s handwriting, three layers of spells protecting them. There was one with Dante’s name on it too, but I can’t bring myself to trade those.

			Organic material is the only currency here, and none of it is more valuable than bones.

			“No possession,” I say sternly to Vinny.

			He scoffs. “What do you take me for?” He cradles the tooth. “I’m gonna use this baby to haunt my ex-boyf.”

			“Nobody says ‘boyf’ anymore.”

			Vinny shrugs. “They did when I was alive.”

			“Yeah, well. They also said ‘YOLO,’ and look how that turned out.”

			He cuts me a sideways glance. “You’re in a good mood for someone who just lost their payout.”

			“Did I?”

			Vinny points in the direction of the subway platform. “Yeah, you fumbled the switch and dropped the bone. I couldn’t grab it, by the way. Someone had already nabbed it.”

			I cluck my tongue, shoving my hands into my jacket pockets. “Oh, Vinny, my sweet, dumb Jacob Marley. How little you’ve learned.”

			Raising one hand, I flick my wrist, and the fake star obol appears between my fingers. It’s a little shaky, because, again, small hands. Another flick of the wrist and the star is replaced with the bull. And then, because I’m not skilled enough to palm a third item, I raise Pete’s watch with my other hand.

			“The job went off exactly as planned,” I say.

			“Minus the almost getting reaped,” Vinny points out.

			I hum noncommittally. “Even that ended up in my favor. Now Pete won’t be missing his watch.”

			“All that for a watch?”

			I grin. “Poor Infamous Pete is infamous for his poor memory and computer skills. Rumor has it, he keeps his PINs scratched into the band of the watch.”

			The botched coin switch was just a cover for me to get close enough to Pete. Light pressure on the wrist while his focus was on the bone in my other hand. A slip of the clasp with my thumb, a pinch of the band between middle and ring fingers, and the watch is now mine.

			I flip it over and sure enough, several lines of letters and numbers are scratched clumsily into the leather.

			“You can’t take the watch back with you,” Vinny points out. “You can only take back what you brought yourself, and that watch hitched a ride on the Dead guy.”

			I shoot Vinny a flat look. “I’m going to memorize the numbers, Casper.”

			“Oh.”

			We reach a door at the end of the tunnel, and just like I’ve convinced myself, there’s a room beyond with a hive of Orpheus chambers built into the wall on the far side. They’re little more than bunks, like train sleeping compartments, with a tank above them and tubing leading to a mist mask. A light flashes on a monitor in one of the bunks.

			I take my bag from Vinny and stuff my knit hat into it. “Well, gotta go.”

			Vinny leans against the nearest chamber. “How long have you got?”

			I flip over and shake my hair out, even though it doesn’t matter in the slightest. It’ll look how it looks when I get back to my body. “No idea.”

			Alchemy and magical gadgets aren’t my forte, so the technical part of this con has been all guesswork. I’m betting I have only a few minutes left, so I’ll have to do my memorizing quick. I lie down in the lit chamber.

			This is the second difference between me and my brother. He never would have done a job like this alone. It was one of his rules.

			Rule #4: Never do anything without your crew.

			Dante lived by that rule, until he didn’t, and that’s what got him killed.

			I’m halfway through another recitation of the passwords when I catch a shift in the air. The scent of rotten meat and garlic that’s been following me begins to fade. The world around me starts to shimmer. This is it.

			Clouds fill the space, starting as a translucent fog, then growing more real until I can feel the cold and damp cling to my skin. My vision fills with a bright light, and suddenly I’m zooming away from it. Faster and faster, the entire universe spinning around me.

			And then I suck in a breath.

			A real one.

			With my real lungs in my real body.

			My real eyes fly open.

			I’m in a chamber like the one I’d just lain down in, a silicone mask strapped to my face. My body feels drained and sore, though I haven’t moved in at least an hour. I just want to lie there, but it looks like I might have to start running. The lights are flashing, and an alarm is blaring.

			I’m not supposed to be here, and I’m about to get caught.

		

	
		
			Three

			I suppose I should explain about the syndicates, as most people aren’t aware that the world is secretly run by five mob-like organizations headed by people who may or may not be literal gods.

			In the beginning, there were no Titans. No syndicates. Just people, running around doing people stuff. Then someone somewhere discovered that consuming Claviceps liminalis, a fungus that grows on certain Mediterranean grasses, can bring a person so close to death that their soul is tricked into going into the Afterlife. Which, as it turns out, is a source of unfathomable magic.

			That’d be pretty cool, except no one really wants to stay in the Afterlife. Magic in a magical place isn’t that neat. But bring that magic back to the boring, mundane living world? Well, that’s power. And humans have never been able to resist power.

			The more times you enter the Afterlife, the more magic (read: power) you amass, and that’s exactly what some people did, until they became immortal, with so much magic it could be passed down their family lines. We call them Titans. From Titans of the pantheon to Titans of industry, the saying goes. Yes, it’s technically a misnomer, but people are suckers for wordplay.

			As time moved forward, they went from casting themselves as deities to being emperors, popes, and warlords to becoming senators, celebrities, and CEOs. They control everything from politics to healthcare to fashion. They took their names from gods (or the gods took their names from them?) and developed their own mythology. There used to be an entire pantheon, but between turf wars and alliances, they’ve consolidated into five syndicates.

			The most powerful one, the Nightshades, is run by Nyx (not the goddess—well, maybe the goddess). Their magic: persuasion. Their realm: politics.

			The Ferrymen, Infamous Pete’s syndicate, is run by Charon. With a talent for augury and prediction, these are your finance bros.

			The Phantoms belong to Melinoë. Magic: telepathy. Industry: entertainment.

			The Coven is headed by Hecate. They’re all about illusion magic and run the beauty industry, though they’re branching out into social media. Influencing, and all that.

			And finally, there are the Reapers, run by Thanatos, from whose clutches I am (hopefully, maybe) about to escape.
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			I rip the silicone mask from my face and—ow—and push myself out of the Orpheus chamber.

			The Klaxon is earsplitting, the room dark except for the flashing red emergency lights and a single bulb in my chamber. This is definitely not supposed to be happening.

			I chose this location because, for the last two weeks, no one has gone in or out. I assumed that meant it had been abandoned. Just a building owned by the Reapers with an old moritory in the basement.

			I was wrong.

			I was so careful this time, damn it. I hadn’t jumped in headfirst. I’d staked out the building. Done my due diligence. Followed all of Dante’s rules. And it still wasn’t enough.

			The only good news is that even though the alarm means they know something’s wrong, the fact that there aren’t a dozen Reapers surrounding me with guns means they don’t know what’s wrong.

			After a quick peek out the moritory door, I dart as far down the wood-paneled hall as I can before I hear voices. I slide into a side room, leaving the door slightly ajar, just as a dozen Reapers burst around the corner. I hold my breath as several shapes dart past. They don’t even look my way, because I made sure to leave the Orpheus chamber light on to draw their attention.

			I scan the room, finding myself in a lab, which makes sense this close to the moritory—they need somewhere to make the potion they use in the chambers. The emergency lights cast a dim red glow, but I can make out pipettes and Bunsen burners and a large mortar and pestle. I recognize the citric fragrance of cleaning products. The same ones that Tolliver would use to sterilize the lab equipment but also to cover up any lingering scent of death and magic.

			I don’t have Tolliver’s skills with alchemy, but I’ve been making my own Miracle Max for the past year, so I know my way around a lab. I find a white coat and gloves in a cabinet. I pull a hair tie off my wrist and swoop my hair up into the tightest ponytail I can make on short notice. I grab some hand wipes and take off the dark eye shadow and lipstick. I have thick-rimmed glasses in my bag, which are the quickest and easiest way to change your features, believe it or not. Honestly, Clark Kent had the right idea.

			The whole process takes less than a minute. When I leave the lab, I walk down the hall toward where a group of Reapers is scouring the moritory for any signs of an intruder.

			“Ope, hey, guys!” I say in a cheerful Minnesota accent. “Sorry, I guess I set off the alarm there.”

			A dozen pairs of eyes turn toward me, and this is where I realize this was a stupid plan.

			There’s nothing wrong with this plan on the face of it. Lab coat and glasses? Great, quick disguise. Casually walking toward people to avoid suspicion? Top-notch. Minnesota accent? Brilliant, as always.

			No, the plan was solid. Or would have been if I were facing the dozen lower-level Reapers I was expecting. But in front of me are eleven lower-level Reapers and a demon.

			Yeah. An actual demon.

			Tall and lean in a long coat and tie, it could almost pass for human, except the veins running up its neck and into its hands are pitch-black. Its fingers end in charred claws and its eyes are hollow pits. Oh, and on top of its head are ram’s horns, blackened and decaying, almost necrotic.

			Demons are immortal, emotionless entities with superpowers. Ideal existence, I know, but they’re also evil. Previously human, if the stories are true, demons broke the rules of magic so horrifically, they destroyed their own souls. They’ve haunted my nightmares, the boogeyman of every bedtime story and the cause of multiple colleagues’ deaths (which, you know, thanks for thinning the competition, but still). Worst of all, I have a sneaking suspicion they’re the reason my parents are gone.

			Syndicates very rarely work with demons. In fact, they go out of their way to avoid them. But even though it’s startling to see a demon so casually hanging out with syndicate members, nobody in this group seems surprised by their companion. So even though Elle Fields is shocked as hell, Random Lab Assistant Number Four can’t be.

			I push up my glasses and smile. If I had an inhaler, this is when I’d use it. Might actually need one right now.

			“You set off the alarm?” one of the Reapers asks, a middle-aged man with an overly square jaw.

			I blink. “Not on purpose,” I say, frowning. “I’d just spilled some putrescine when it went off. I’m a bit clumsy, don’tcha know.”

			Square Jaw sighs, and a few of the others roll their eyes. The demon stares at me blankly, eyes all black, veins harsh against its pale skin. There’s something about demons that screams no, evil, unnatural, wrong. I feel like prey, but against every instinct, I have to look away.

			“The alarm was set off by an intruder,” Square Jaw says. “Did you see anything?”

			If I can pull your attention away from the demon for a second, you might ask why no one here has considered yet that I’m the intruder. The answer is simple: because I’m not acting like one. If I had run the other way down the hall, they would have overtaken me quickly, and there would be no fast-talking that would get me out of that one. But I didn’t run, I confronted them before they noticed me, and I’m wearing something official yet anonymous. They can assume that I work in the lab, and the accent suggests that they don’t know me because I’m from out of town. If they look too closely, they’ll realize these assumptions are unlikely, but no one looks closely. Why would I be working in the lab right now? How long have I been here? Why would a Midwesterner come to Boston? Their brains ignore these questions, because none of those scenarios are more unlikely than the intruder walking straight up to them and having a conversation.

			“Nope, didn’t see anything,” I say. “But I was handling some putrescine, so I was pretty focused. Didn’t want to burn my hand off, ya know.”

			I don’t know what putrescine does, but I do know it doesn’t burn your hand off. Tolliver wouldn’t have had it casually hanging out in the lab if it did. I’m betting on these guys not knowing that, though.

			Square Jaw looks over his shoulder. “Keep searching.”

			I start to slide away, but Square Jaw’s hand lands on my shoulder.

			“You’re coming with me,” he says, “to see the boss.”

			“I already talked to Greg,” I say. (There’s always a Greg.)

			“Not Greg,” he says. “The boss. He’ll want to hear why you didn’t notice an intruder using an Orpheus chamber while you were right next door in the lab.”

			Oh, shit. Shit shit shit. The boss. Meaning the boss of the Reapers.

			Thanatos.

			My life depends on not showing my panic right now, so I smile at Square Jaw and follow him. I do, however, breathe a sigh of relief when the demon and the rest of the Reaper cronies don’t follow us into the elevator.

			Confined spaces are usually a no-go, but I don’t have much of a choice right now. Square Jaw cuts a glance to me, and I would be yammering away to distract him from asking any questions, if I weren’t already trying to prepare myself to meet Thanatos.

			The Reapers primarily have their claws in healthcare, especially American healthcare. It’s not only extremely profitable, but it gives them some control over who lives and who dies. The magic of Thanatos’s family is transmutation, which technically applies to all matter, but the Reapers use it mostly for manipulating the body. Bacteria, cancer cells, antibodies, and so on. So if the Reaper in this elevator is related to Thanatos, he could take complete control of the cells in my body. He could give me a heart attack, or an aneurysm, or make me feel the most intense pain of my life.

			I should be a lot more scared right now.

			The elevator door opens, and even though I’ve never been in this part of the building, I know we’re on the main floor, close to the street. I can hear traffic, and the scent of exhaust lingers in the air. I follow the Reaper into an opulent room full of mahogany furniture and velvet upholstery. There’s a crystal chandelier hanging from the high ceiling, and the scuffed parquet floor and curtained windows suggest this is some kind of foyer.

			There’s a man in an impeccable suit waiting for us. It’s not Thanatos, but it’s not much better: Adam Waring, Thanatos’s right-hand man and the current US Secretary of Health. I took note of Waring because it surprised me that he has loyalties to two syndicates. Not only is he likely a descendant of Thanatos, but he’s in politics, so he must also have ties with the Nightshades who control the government. So unless I can talk my way out of this, I’m basically screwed.

			Square Jaw nudges me forward, and I kinda almost purposely trip a little to sell my confused-lab-assistant act.

			“We found this one in the lab,” Square Jaw says. “Says she didn’t see anything.”

			If I weren’t in character, I would point out that they didn’t find me—I came to them. And we weren’t in the lab—we were in the hallway.

			Waring smiles. He’s tall and stocky, his perfectly tailored suit and short haircut yelling, Look at me, I’m important. His skin is the warm bronze of sunlight on polished wood, and his eyes are cold and flat like pennies. He doesn’t blink nearly enough.

			“Hello, Elle.”

			My head jerks up in shock.

			Shit. Rookie mistake. Great job, Elle.

			Waring’s smile turns predatory, white teeth gleaming. “You’re Elysia Fields, daughter of Melinda Fields and Cory Korzeniowski, sister of Dante Fields.”

			I almost flinch at hearing my brother’s name.

			Waring’s lips turn down in a practiced frown. He still hasn’t blinked. “I’m sorry to hear of his passing.”

			I swallow. This is all wrong. We weren’t important enough to know by name. Not my parents, not my brother, and especially not me. Until the last year, I’ve kept clear of all syndicate dealings, and even then, I’ve been very, very careful.

			“I’m Eleanor Jones,” I say, hoping my nerves sell the bit.

			Rule #23: Never break a cover, even if you’ve been made.

			“I’m a lab tech. And the only way you would know my parents is if they represented you in court. Back in St. Olaf.”

			Waring looks down at the fishnet stockings peeking from under the lab coat and raises an eyebrow. As though a woman in STEM can’t also like being a little fancy.

			He leans back onto a mahogany desk and crosses his feet. “I hired your parents to do a job right before they disappeared. You look exactly like your mother, you know. I imagine you’re more like her than you care to admit. She never could walk away from a bad hand.”

			I don’t snap back. Even as someone who spends quite a bit of time in the Afterlife, I’m not ready to make it a permanent residence.

			“It’s a shame they took off like that,” he says.

			This guy is trying to goad me, and I don’t know why. All I know is that he is dangerously close to succeeding in making me break character.

			“Don’t you want to know what I know about your parents?” he asks, impatient, and it’s the first crack in his armor I’ve seen.

			I wish I could beat up this asshole like CJ would. I’d even settle for flirting my way out like Poppy. Tolliver would have already befriended Waring and taken him out for a beer.

			And Dante—Dante would have never gotten into this position in the first place. He would have prepared better and had a plan for every contingency.

			But I’m me. Just me. Elle, the last and least of the Fields crew. And I don’t know why this guy knows me or what he wants from me, but I think I’ve finally gotten myself into a situation I can’t talk my way out of.

			Waring pushes off the desk, taking a step forward just as a haunting, high-pitched caw cuts through the air. Shock and adrenaline rush through me as I turn to find a decaying crow sitting on the back of an armchair, one glowing eye fixed on me.

			It launches, and I throw myself out of the way just as a repurposed 2004 hearse crashes through the side of the building.

		

	
		
			Four

			The wall explodes in a shower of dust and glass, but the crow has knocked me behind a couch that mostly shelters me from the debris. For a moment, I’m too dazed to react. The glasses have shielded my eyes, but dust is filling my lungs. I pull the collar of the lab coat over my nose.

			The decaying crow hops on my shoulder and caws gratingly several times.

			“I know, I know. I’m going.” I grunt as I push myself off the floor and stumble toward the crashed hearse. “Jesus, right in my ear.”

			I yank at the passenger-side door so I can slide right in, but a chunk of debris keeps the door from opening wide enough. I try to force it open wider once, twice, but it’s no use.

			Across the room, people are coughing.

			I give the door a good kick, but it still doesn’t budge.

			“Get in the back,” says a voice from within.

			“I’m not getting in the back,” I snap.

			The hearse revs its engine and starts to back away.

			“Okay, sorry, wait! I’ll get in the back!” I scramble for the rear door, even as the car doesn’t slow. I throw myself inside the carpeted interior, slamming the door shut just as we clear the building.

			The hearse swivels back, and I’m thrown to the other side. I’ve just gotten my bearings when we shoot forward and I face-plant into one of the rubber things that keeps caskets from sliding around.

			We take a corner too fast as I’m scrambling into the front seat. My forehead smacks into the passenger-side window just as a car screeches to a stop inches in front of my face. I don’t even have time for the rush of adrenaline to hit before we’re taking off toward Back Bay.

			It’s not until we’re safely in Mass Ave traffic that the driver finally speaks.

			“Seat belt” is all they say.

			I fumble for the belt. “Well, hello to you too. And what are you doing in Boston?”

			They keep their eyes on the road and tighten their jaw, responding with a single grunt. This is

			CJ

			Empath, designated muscle-slash-wheelman, and eleven-times-great-grandchild of the Titan Melinoë. And yes, this should mean they’re part of the Phantoms. But they’re not the biggest fan of their family, so they ran away at thirteen, found their way into my parents’ crew by fifteen, and immediately became best friends with my brother.

			“New haircut?” I ask.

			CJ doesn’t say anything, just grips the wheel tighter.

			They look much better than the last time I saw them a few months ago. There are streaks of blond through their auburn hair, swirled into a single curl at the top of their head, the sides freshly shaved. They’re wearing a leather jacket with a rainbow Theysbian pin fastened to the lapel. That’s a good sign. Dante gave it to them, and I haven’t seen them wear it since he died.

			“Okay, fine,” I say. “I know I said I wouldn’t do another job by myself, but I’m a compulsive liar. So, really, it’s on you for believing me.”

			They only grunt in response.

			CJ knows I’ve been running jobs, but they don’t know what for. Or what kind of jobs. If they knew I was staking out syndicates, they would lose it. If they knew I was going into the Afterlife without an alchemist? There’s a chance they would send me there for real.

			“Uh…how did you find me?” I ask delicately.

			They don’t respond.

			I’ve long suspected they’ve got some kind of tracking spell on me, and I’d be angry, except it’s saved my ass a couple of times.

			Or maybe they just used Find My Friends.

			At any rate, they’re the only member of the crew I’m still in contact with, and I have a hunch it’s because they promised my brother to keep an eye on me.

			That and my sparkling personality.

			We head down Mass Ave, the Boston skyscrapers growing smaller in the rearview mirror. The passing streetlights strobe CJ’s tight expression. Downturned mouth, squinted eyes. That’s normal. There’s a tic in their jaw, though, that only shows up when they’re trying not to feel other people’s emotions.

			As a descendant of Melinoë, CJ has magic in their bones. Even if they’d never been to the Afterlife, they’d still have their abilities, because like every Titan, Melinoë has passed on her magic to her progeny. The magic in this case being telepathy, or—like with CJ—telepathic-adjacent abilities, including telempathy. By rights, they should be able to influence emotion as well as read it, but they never try. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t irritated. I’d kill for even the tiniest bit of magic, while here’s CJ, ignoring and resenting their power.

			I mentally catalog my current emotions. Excitement. Relief. Nostalgia. That little bit of ever-present guilt I try to ignore.

			It’s probably the nostalgia that’s irritating CJ right now. Not that they’re a fan of really any emotion, but they don’t like thinking about the past. They rarely bring up their childhood. Or their time with the crew. Or even Dante.

			I sigh and look out the window. “Can’t make much of a getaway in Boston traffic,” I mutter.

			They throw me a quick glance. “Hmm.”

			I have to admit, they’re right: I’m the reason we’re stuck in traffic in the first place. If I’d been smarter, I would have chosen a moritory in the suburbs.

			Dante would have chosen a moritory in the suburbs.

			Dante wouldn’t have needed to do this job to begin with.

			“Look, it was a quick job. I had it under control—”

			CJ doesn’t interrupt me per se, but a skeptical aura of oh, really? is rolling off them in waves.

			“Okay, maybe not as under control as it could have been,” I concede.

			We’re slowly moving through the streets of Dorchester, taking a tangle of backstreets.

			“Everything ended up fine,” I continue. “I got out of there with the information I needed and”—I stop myself before I say something about Pete’s passwords—“aaaand everything turned out alright!”

			We drive toward the cemetery, the houses now smaller and closer together. CJ still doesn’t say anything, so I count streetlights until I can’t stand the silence anymore.

			“Okay, and yes, I absolutely appreciate you coming to save me. Although it wasn’t necessary, it was impeccable timing.”

			CJ’s lips thin as they turn onto a gravel driveway, parking the hearse in an empty lot across from the cemetery.

			I sigh. “You didn’t have to do that, you know. I can handle myself.”

			They lightly drum on the steering wheel, taking a steadying breath. Finally, they look at me, their eyes tight, jaw tighter. I wonder if they have one of those retainers that keep you from grinding your teeth at night.

			“Look,” I say, “I know after Dante’s…death, I kind of lost it.”

			(Personally, I think I had an appropriate reaction, but there’s no use arguing with CJ when they get like this.
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